Avoiding Common Mistakes in Think Tank and NGO Training  by Pop, Adrian
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  46 ( 2012 )  4039 – 4043 
1877-0428 © 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and/or peer review under responsibility of Prof. Dr. Hüseyin Uzunboylu   
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.06.193 
WCES 2012 
Avoiding common mistakes in think tank and NGO training 
Adrian Pop *  
PhD Professor, National School for Political Studies and Public Administration, 6-8 Povernei Street, district 1, Bucharest 71124, Romania 
 
Abstract 
The article provides an overview of some of the most  common training errors which most think tanks and NGOs are inclined  to 
do as well as some means to avoid them. The article argues that most common mistakes which most think tanks and NGOs are 
inclined to do include inadequate planning, information dumping, not training progressively, not getting enough feedback, and 
providing no leadership support. Think tanks and NGOs need to address three areas of learning and behavior change, i.e. 
motivation, content, and environment. They also need to identify training methods, tools and techniques which match the 
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1. Introduction 
A think tank is an organization, institute, corporation, or group that conducts research and engages in advocacy in 
areas such as social policy, political strategy, science, technology or educational issues, industrial or business 
policies, or military advice. Many think tanks are non-profit organizations, which in some countries provide them 
with tax exempt status. While many think tanks are funded by governments, interest groups, or businesses, some 
think tanks also derive income from consulting or research work related to their mandate (Stone 2006, pp.149-157). 
The term non-governmental organization (NGO) has become widely accepted as referring to a legally 
constituted, non-governmental organization created by natural or legal persons with no participation or 
representation of any government. In the cases in which NGOs are funded totally or partially by governments, the 
NGOs maintain their non-governmental status and exclude government representatives from membership in their 
organizations. 
In recent years the growth in number and influence of think tanks and NGOs has been remarkable. Especially 
smaller organizations have proliferated significantly and this has meant a fragmentation of their responsibilities and 
objectives. 
Moreover, demand for think tanks and NGOs has grown, because policymakers throughout the developed and the 
developing world face the common problem of bringing expert knowledge to bear on governmental decision-
making. The governments need valid and fitted ideas, which can help them to interpret the complexity of their 
environment and dra
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global challenges and this is the opportunity for a genuine dynamic revival of more reflective, forward-looking and 
visionary think tanks. 
Because they are less directly accountable and less restricted in their choices, think tanks and NGOs have a grater 
capacity than governments, to think strategically and to innovate (The Ditchley Foundation 2009). They are 
conscious of their responsibility to warn society of trouble to come, to set the right examples and to lead on new 
action. But they are not yet effective enough in getting their message across and not substantial enough, individually 
or collectively, to make a global difference. Think tanks, NGOs and their donor partners had not yet sufficiently 
grappled with the question of their function and effectiveness in a rapidly changing economic and political 
environment. While recognizing the valuable work that many think tanks and NGOs managed to perform, there is a 
strong consensus on the need for a re-evaluation of their identity and purpose and for reform of their ways of 
working. 
2. American vs. Europen think tanks and NGOs 
  Think tanks cover a huge variety of sizes, tasks and caracteristics and are not easily coordinated. Moreover, 
differences between think tanks and NGOs in US and Europe and between think tanks and NGOs in Europe do exist 
and are quite signifiant. 
  US think tanks have far greater resources and, for many of them, long-established credibility. US think tanks are 
better at communicating their messages via interactive websites and public events. Either directly from the US, and 
via their European affiliates, they exert great influence on policy thinking in Europe, and also serve as models for 
the establishment of new think tanks. American think tanks tend also to lead the world in framing innovative and 
creative solutions to global challenges. The so- revolving , the regular switch of 
researchers and analysts between government and think tank positions, ensures the vitality of American think tanks 
as reservoirs of innovative thinking (Abelson 2002). 
  Compared to the US think tanks, European research institutes seem stuck in their local environment and lack the 
ambition to devise ideas that could cast light on Europe-wide and global policies.   
  UK think tanks tend to follow Washington's method of close interaction with policymaking, although they have 
far fewer resources, and typically few permanent staff. British think tanks have a significant impact on Brussels 
thinking due to their good communication methods.  
  German think tanks tend to be of a university mould and come from that country's famous academic and 
intellectual tradition. Germany heavily relies upon professors to deliver influential reports, and its think tanks also 
train and support researchers and aspiring politicians, which gives them a lot of clout in European countries.  
  French think tanks are relatively new, with a few exceptions. Traditionally, policy thinking was the domain of 
opinion-makers and governmental institutes. The French government now understands the importance of Anglo-
Saxon think tanks and appointed an official in Brussels to interact with them.  
  Other European countries have think tanks that tend to influence the European debate mainly via their own 
national circles or governments.  
 In Central and Eastern Europe, many think tanks exist in hybrid forms combining research and advocacy with 
capacity-building functions. Relying on the support of international organizations and donors focused on the region, 
think tanks in the region are enjoying significant involvement in the development of public service, democratization, 
and nation-building. Their many successes notwithstanding, however, the market for policy ideas in the entire region 
political will. In such a situation, local think tanks must continuously struggle for legitimacy and credibility.  
  In contrast to the public or private sectors, which intend to serve the public good or maximize profit, non-profit 
entities are driven by a specific mission, which is neither based on market principles nor constrained by 
constitutional principles. In order to win the war of ideas, think tanks must tread a fine line between developing 
visionary policy solutions and keeping the public up-to-date on their positions. That is why developing appropriate 
methods and instruments for training people for this sector is a particular challenging task.  
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  Empirical studies show that whereas the academic intelligence tend to decline from early adulthood, the practical 
intelligence tends to rise, although both may be affected adversely towards the end of a per  (Sternberg & 
Grigorenko 2000, pp. 215-243). The potential growth in practical intelligence implies that think tank training has a 
lot to play and struggle for, even if a trainee has not distinguished himself or herself in terms of academic 
performance. In practical terms, this means that a lot will depend on the capacity of the trainer to coax the trainee 
into achieving to his or her full potential. In order to achieve that, common training mistakes should be avoided and 
new and creative methods should be devised and implemented as the traditional ones might not get the optimum 
results.  
3. Common training mistakes and means of avoiding them 
  This section provides an overview of some of the most common mistakes which most think tanks and NGOs are 
inclined to do as well as some means to avoid them. 
3.1.  Inadequate planning 
 Organizations often do not plan well for training events. Training sessions are often scheduled at the same time 
as another big training event within the organization or during a time 
deadlines. Inadequate planning also can lead to missing resources during training events, inadequate materials for 
awareness activities, and a hodgepodge of other problems that will negatively affect educational efforts. 
Trainers should be aware of everything going on within their organization and know everything they need, right 
down to the smallest detail. A thorough, strategic and rolling type planning is needed in order to make the education 
delivery a success (IIEP-UNESCO 2010, p.10). 
3.2. Informational overload 
paying attention to his or her level of assimilation of the new information provided. Many studies indicate that 
people can comprehend, and remember, only five to nine items of information at any one time (Lyman & Varian 
2003). In addition, if you cover too much material at once, learners might feel as though they are having massive 
amounts of material unrealistically piled on them. This will likely make learners resentful and not want to learn. 
Training sessions should be divided into sizes that can be successfully absorbed. It is more effective in the long run. 
3.3. Information dumping 
Content developers and trainers often mistakenly believe that simply telling or showing is teaching. Trainers and 
those who develop training content must realize that people learn in different ways. Many people do not learn well 
by just listening or reading. Having in mind the target audience, training should be delivered in different ways to 
of learners: visual  learn best through seeing and reading; audio  learn best by listening to information; 
kinaesthetic  hands-on learners who require some type of activity to learn (Sternberg & Grigorenko 2000). Training 
 
3.4. Not training progressively 
     A lot of think tanks and NGOs do more or less the same training every week. The only real planning they do is to 
-
term improvement. But if the think tank wants consistent, long-term improvement, the training should evolve from 
week to week throughout the training cycle. The trainers needs to sequence the various types of training in such a 
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way that the trainees move step by step from their current state to the state he wants to achieve by the end of the 
training cycle. That is why it is important to break the training into three phases: a base phase, a build phase and a 
peak phase. 
3.5. Not getting enough feedback 
Most think tanks and NGOs do their training programme from the viewpoint of the person presenting, without 
presented in a condescending way or without any of the background necessary to allow true learning to occur. 
Instead, training should focus on the learner. Training curriculum activities should be devised with which the learner 
can relate and can easily apply to his or her job responsibilities. Asking for inputs from the people who receive the 
training and planning short feedback periods into the training sessions help ensure the efficiency of the training 
programme and the motivation of the trainees. The feedback questionnaires should not only target the overall 
performance of the trainer, but to prove the level of understanding, the nature of the assimilation of the contents and 
the skills developed by the trainees throughout the training. 
3.6. No leadership support 
     Think tank and NGO leadership sometimes does not clearly or visibly support educational efforts. If think tank 
staff or NGO members do not think that executives support training efforts, then they will probably not be motivated 
to participate. Executive sponsorship and support are necessary for a successful training program. Think tank and 
NGOs must get their leaders to sponsor and promote education. Getting executive sponsorship, preferably from the 
employees do not think its top leaders care about training, then the employees will not care either (Pop, Vatansever, 
Breitner & Kutlay 2011, pp. 28-30). 
Conclusions 
Delivering up to date, state of the art training and mentoring which addresses real-world challenges is not easy 
task. Although differences between think tanks in Europe and America and between think tanks in Europe not only 
do exist, but are quite significant, there are a number of common mistakes most think tanks and NGOs are inclined 
to do, including inadequate planning, information overload, and information dumping, not training progressively, 
not getting enough feedback, and providing no leadership support. A truly effective training program requires 
attention to three areas of learning and behavior change: motivation, content, and environment. Think tanks and 
NGOs need to address all three in delivering programs that ensure the training takes hold and is applied on-the-job. 
They also need to identify training methods, tools and techniqu
styles. 
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